THE  MOUNTAIN STAIRCASE

like in his? Until a year or two ago cars had to reverse
several times to circumnavigate the bends. Indeed,
although the road had been slightly widened, lorries" still
had to reverse round the narrow corners, the most
frightening we had met anywhere. The surface was
greasy. There was not a vestige of a parapet. Only
here and there could an oncoming vehicle pass with safety.
Every now and then the stones of a graveyard loomed
significantly through the gathering dusk. Some of the
road had been cut out of high cliffs, that the kings of old
might journey the more easily between their royal palaces.
Alexander passed by on his march from India, through
Gedrosia, across the Lut desert, or Sea of Lot, so called
because it is salt encrusted like the country round the
Dead Sea.

At the summit of the pass we stopped for a breather.
The sunset gilded tier upon tier of bare hills. Our eyes
found a familiar sight at our very feet, in the orange peel
of the ubiquitous tripper. Even here. . . .

To hearten himself Napoleon sang in a crooning falsetto.
His song? He translated it roughly for our benefit as we
descended the twisting way:

"To whatsoever place I come,
In whatsoever house I lodge,
With water o9 mine eyes I write:
Beloved, empty is Thy place."

"Whitherso'er my lonely wand'rings lie,
Upon the white-walled caravanserai
This with the water o* mine eyes I write:
Beloved, O! that it were Thou and I."

We followed a stony stream broadening into a wide
river, where the rocks, half sunk beneath the water, looked
like the snouts of crocodiles. Round a bend we came upon
Valerian's Bridge, a grand pile of seven stone arches,
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